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United States, knowing tow interested he was in mathematics. The
professor was accustomed to walk to the university reading a book and
in the course of his walk he had to go through a square in which was a
circular garden surrounded by a footpath. He was so absorbed in his book
that he was found by a student one day wandering round and round this
path, completely unconscious of the fact that he was not moving in the
direction of his college at all.
"I am getting as absent-minded as that/' he said, "but not because I
am absorbed in any particular subject. Mathematics is the most interesting
subject of all and I still hope to dip into it though I don't know the
difference between a tensor and a vector. The other day I had a similar
experience. I was in the shelter, after breakfast, when I needed a paper. I
walked up to the house and by the time I entered the dining-room I had
completely forgotten my original intention and seeing the breakfast
things still on the table, I sat down and thought I had to have my
breakfast!"
It was obvious to me that it was the statistical side of mathematics
that he was dipping into at this moment, for, at his elbow were bits of
paper with notes and figures giving the number of letters, the number of
sounds, the number of words, the number of lines on the different pages,
with the triumphant heading: 'Words in Book, 181,536.'
"I have to clear away the accumulated rubbish and nonsense of
centuries," he said, "I must get hold of the young." And when he said
'young,' how very young everybody looked to him.
"You see," he explained, "I want to get hold of the young so that I
know I won't be forgotten quickly."
I had to assure him again and again that his book will especially
appeal to the young. I pointed out that the soldier and sailor of to-day
were far and above in character and knowledge of those of 1914. Our
new responsibilities kept us very much in touch with them and we knew.
He laughed and said that all generations were very much the same.
They were all bloodthirsty.
"I don't find them bloodthirsty in the least," I said. "They're bored
with war and do not play at heroics. They can't even be got to hate the
enemy. Whenever they have a chance they show interest in books and
music. They are dance drunk, it is true, but that is only natural to the
age. I think as a whole they regard war as a 'nasty bit of business' and
should be forgotten as soon as it is over, as a young mother does after
birthpangs."